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The 99-year-old Organization of American States is experiencing the worst financial crisis of
its history. Although the OAS provides a forum for the United States to negotiate and bargain
with 30 regional neighbors, the Reagan administration has made little use of the organization.
Claiming fiscal crisis, the administration is refusing to pay its dues. Next, the Democrat-controlled
Congress has exacerbated the OAS budget crunch by making additional cuts. This week, the Senate
is expected to approve House cuts that virtually eliminate OAS technical assistance programs.
Even critics of the organization say such programs play a valuable role in development and
environmental protection of the hemisphere. Historically, the US has paid two-thirds of the OAS
budget. The budget approved for 1988 was $66 million, with Washington's acceptance. Seven years
ago, however, the Reagan administration decided unilaterally to begin reducing its payment by
one percentage point per year. Administration officials argued that the US financing role was too
large. Quotas for other OAS member-nations are higher relative to respective per capita income. In
an interview with the Washington Post, OAS Secretary General Joao Baena Soares, said: "I agree
that one country should not pay such a high proportion of the budget. But these matters must be
negotiated." Nonetheless, the organization responded to the administration's unilateral decision
by cutting expenses, such as reducing employee numbers by about 300 to the current 1,040 in
Washington and in the field. Meanwhile, the Reagan administration began reneging on annual
budgetary contributions to most international organizations, including the OAS. At present, US
arrears at the OAS total $27 million. According to Richard McCormack, US ambassador to the
OAS, "Other countries facing severe financial constraints, seeing the United States fail to meet
its commitments, do not feel the same moral commitment" to fulfill theirs. Twenty-one of the 31
member-nations are in arrears. As of June 1, the five major contributors the US, Brazil, Argentina,
Mexico and Venezuela owed $63 million. In November 1987, Secretary of State George Shultz
promised the OAS a renewed effort to bring accounts up to date. The administration subsequently
diverted funds that had been earmarked for the OAS to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. McCormack said the result will be a
cutback of OAS programs "important and useful to us," such as an anti-drug cooperative effort, and
investigations by the Human Rights Commission. In 1889, the US initiated the International Union
of American Republics primarily to deal with trade issues. In 1947, the republics signed the defense
cooperation agreement known as the Rio Treaty, and in 1948, the Organization of American States
took form as a deliberative political body. In the 1960s, the OAS became a conduit for economic
aid, a la President Kennedy's Alliance for Progress. This year, the Reagan administration requested
$15 million for the OAS, but the House and the Senate Appropriations Committee have cut that
figure in half. Baena Soares said further staff reductions would only exacerbate the crisis, since the
OAS is obliged to provide sizable separation payments. According to an unnamed high- ranking
OAS specialist cited by the Post, if the impending congressional cuts occur, and assuming membernations continue holding out on contributions, OAS funds will be exhausted in December. (Basic
data from Washington Post, 06/28/88)
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